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“Abnormal” 
Body? 
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what is  
“normal”? 


“normal distribution” 
“bell  
curve” 
“normal”  
as ideal 
Compulsory 
ablebodiedness / 
neurotypicality 
Compulsory 
ablebodiedness, 
 
Compulsory 
neurotypicality 
Social Model of Disability  
 
non-normative bodily /mental state 
+ 
social construction 
= 
“disability” 
Ways that “disability” is  
socially constructed,  
marginalized, & stigmatized: 
 •  Laws 
•  Educational system / norms 
•  Workplace laws / norms 
 
•  Stereotypes  
 
•  Media 
 
•  Architecture 
 
•  Behavioral norms 
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the history of 
“normal” 

ç !
N.E.D. = New English Dictionary!
“normal” as perpendicular 




before “normal” meant 
“typical” / “healthy” 
 
before the “norm”  
was the ideal 
ideal: beauty 
Bernini ! Michaelangelo !
the grotesque 
18th–century “health” 
 
Holistic—considering the whole 
body, mind, and life 
 
Individualized—dependent on 
each person’s typical state 
 
The Four Humours 
 balance / imbalance of 
 
•  blood 
•  black bile  
•  yellow bile 
•  phlegm  
Why did the 19th century 
witness the birth of the  
“norm”? 
 
what made the “norm” possible 
 
•  travel (local / international) 
 
•  urbanization 
 
•  census 
 
•  medical centralization  
 
•  medical standardization 
 
•  technological advancements 
constructing norms  
of embodiment 
 
healthy !


temporarily unhealthy !



“abnormal”!

“giants”!
“blind beggars”!



The mouth and nose of this idiot 
have not lost the national character, 
though he is so natively stupid as to 
be incapable of being taught, or of 
any unexpected or original thought. 
There are decisive marks of 
stupidity not to be instructed in the 
eyebrows, the vacant eye, the cavity 
between the forehead and nose, 
and particularly in the mouth, chin, 
and neck. I should have discovered 
folly even in the wrinkles of the 
cheek.  
Johann Kaspar Lavater 
Essays on Physiognomy 
(1775 – 8) 
“Idiot” 
•  There is a vacancy in their laugh, 
and a want of meaning in their 
ferociousness 
•  shrunk posture 
•  rolling watchful eye 
•  death-like gloom fixed upon his 
countenance 
•  If you watch him in his 
paroxysm you may see the blood 
working to his head… Now his 
inflamed eye is fixed upon you, 
and his features lighten up into 
an inexpressible wildness and 
ferocity. 
Charles Bell 
The Anatomy of Expression  
in Painting  
(1806) 
Madness 
Daniel Lambert 
(1770 – 1809) !

Accurate Portraits of the  
Two most Corpulent Englishmen  
ever known,  
with a Comparative Account of their  
Extraordinary Persons and Manners  
Daniel Lambert: 
•  “no blemish whatever on any part of his body” 
•   “truly astonishing prodigy of human dimensions”  
•  “of an ordinary size” until the age of twenty  
•  “enjoys an excellent state of health” 
•  “partial to the female sex” 
Samuel Horsey 
A Singular Beggar 
in the Streets of 
London 
Charles Lamb 
“A Complaint of the Decay of Beggars in the Metropolis” 
These dim eyes have in vain explored 
for some months past a well-known 
figure, or part of the figure, of a 
man, who used to glide his comely 
upper half over the pavements of 
London, wheeling along with most 
ingenious celerity upon a machine of 
wood; a spectacle to natives, to 
foreigners, and to children. !
He was of a robust make, with a florid 
sailor-like complexion, and his head was 
bare to the storm and sunshine. He was a 
natural curiosity, a speculation to the 
scientific, a prodigy to the simple. The 
infant would stare at the mighty man 
brought down to his own level. The 
common cripple would despise his own 
pusillanimity, viewing the hale stoutness, 
and hearty heart, of this half-limbed giant. 
He was a grand fragment; as good as an Elgin 
marble. The nature, which should have 
recruited his reft legs and thighs, was not lost, 
but only retired into his upper parts, and he was 
half a Hercules. I heard a tremendous voice 
thundering and growling, as before an 
earthquake, and casting down my eyes, it was 
this mandrake reviling a steed that had started 
at his portentous appearance. He seemed to 
want but his just stature to have rent the 
offending quadruped in shivers… 
Elgin Marbles 
“Parthenon Marbles”!




He moved on, as if he could have made shift with 
yet half of the body- portion which was left him. 
The os sublime was not wanting; and he threw out 
yet a jolly countenance upon the heavens. Forty-
and-two years had he driven this out of door 
trade, and now that his hair is grizzled in the 
service, but his good spirits no way impaired, 
because he is not content to exchange his free air 
and exercise for the restraints of a poor-house, he 
is expiating his contumacy in one of those houses 
(ironically christened) of Correction. 
“blind beggars”!
John Thelwall on Blindness 
“Cut off, in his earliest infancy, from all intercourse 
with the world of knowledge and observation, through 
the customary inlet, the organ of sight, Mr. Gough has 
been induced … to cultivate, with extreme diligence, the 
supplementary faculties of hearing and of touch. The 
acute perfection to which the latter of these has been 
improved and expanded, has been sufficiently 
demonstrated by the extent to which he has carried his 
practical researches into the minutiae of the science of 
botany; and the exquisiteness of his perceptions in the 
other kind…” 
John Thelwall on Blindness 
“is it not unlikely that [Milton’s] 
blindness… might have given an 
increased portion of that strength, 
that natural and copious melody, 
and that variety, to the rhythms and 
numbers of his divine poem” 
Lavater’s “Idiot” 
“I should have 
discovered folly even 
in the wrinkles of the 
cheek.” 
“the conduct of fathers and mothers of the 
lower classes of society towards idiots [is] the 
great triumph of the human heart. It is there 
that we see the strength, disinterestedness, and 
grandeur of love”  
William Wordsworth,  
1802 letter to John Wilson!
“that sublime expression of scripture that ‘their 
[idiots’] life is hidden with God’”  
  For while they all were travelling home, 
          Cried Betty, “Tell us, Johnny, do, 
          Where all this long night you have been, 
          What you have heard, what you have seen:  
  And, Johnny, mind you tell us true.” 
 
          Now Johnny all night long had heard 
          The owls in tuneful concert strive; 
          No doubt too he the moon had seen; 
          For in the moonlight he had been 
          From eight o'clock till five. 
William Wordsworth, “The Idiot Boy” !
      And thus, to Betty's question, he 
          Made answer, like a traveller bold, 
          (His very words I give to you,) 
          “The cocks did crow to-whoo, to-whoo,  
  And the sun did shine so cold!”  
          —Thus answered Johnny in his glory, 
          And that was all his travel's story. 

